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Federal Land Management Agencies: 
Background on Land and Resources Management 

Summary 

The federal government owns about 671.8 million acres (29.6%) of the 2.27 
billion acres of land in the United States. Four agencies administer 628.4 million 
acres (93.5%) of this land: the Forest Service in the Department of Agriculture, and 
the Bureau of Land Management, Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park 
Service, all in the Department of the Interior. Most of these lands are in the West, 
including Alaska. They generate revenues for the U.S. Treasury, some of which are 
shared with states and localities. The agencies receive funding from annual Interior 
and Related Agencies appropriations laws, trust funds, and special accounts. 

The lands administered by the four agencies are managed for a variety of 
purposes, primarily related to preservation, recreation, and development of natural 
resources. Yet, each of these agencies has distinct responsibilities for the lands and 
resources it administers. The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) manages 261.5 
million acres, and is responsible for 700 million acres of subsurface mineral 
resources. BLM has a multiple-use, sustained- yield mandate that supports a variety 
of uses and programs, including energy development, timber harvesting, recreation, 
grazing, wild horses and burros, cultural resources, and conservation. The Forest 
Service (FS) manages 192.5 million acres also for multiple use and sustained yields 
of various products and services, for example, timber harvesting, recreation, grazing, 
watershed protection, and fish and wildlife habitats. Most of the lands are designated 
national forests, but there are national grasslands and other lands. National forests 
now are created and modified by acts of Congress. Both the BLM and FS have 
several authorities to acquire and dispose of lands. 

The Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) manages 95.4 million acres, primarily to 
conserve and protect animals and plants. The 793 units of the National Wildlife 
Refuge System include refuges, waterfowl production areas, and wildlife 
coordination units. Units can be created by an act of Congress or executive order, 
and the FWS also may acquire lands for migratory bird purposes. The National Park 
Service (NPS) manages 79.0 million acres of federal land (and oversees another 5.4 
million acres of nonfederal land) to conserve and interpret lands and resources and 
make them available for public use. Activities that harvest or remove resources 
generally are prohibited. The National Park System has diverse units ranging from 
historical structures to cultural and natural areas. Units are created by an act of 
Congress, but the President may proclaim national monuments. 

There also are three special management systems that include lands from more 
than one agency. The National Wilderness Preservation System consists of 105.2 
million acres of protected wilderness areas designated by Congress. The National 
Wild and Scenic Rivers System contains 11,303 miles of wild, scenic, and 
recreational rivers, primarily designated by Congress and managed to preserve their 
free-flowing condition. The National Trails System contains four classes of trails 
managed to provide recreation and access to outdoor areas and historic resources. 

This report will be updated approximately once per Congress. 
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Federal Land Management Agencies: 
Background on Land and Resources 
Management 

Introduction 1 

Scope and Organization 

This report provides an overview of how federal lands and resources are 
managed, the agencies that manage the lands, the authorities under which these lands 
are managed, and some of the issues associated with federal land management. The 
report is divided into nine sections. The introduction provides a brief historical 
review and general background on the federal lands. “Federal Lands Financing” 
describes revenues derived from activities on federal lands; the appropriation 
processes and the trust funds and special accounts that fund these agencies; federal 
land acquisition funding, especially from the Land and Water Conservation Fund; 
and programs that compensate state and local governments for the tax-exempt status 
of federal lands. The next sections pertain to the four major federal land management 
agencies: the Forest Service (FS) in the Department of Agriculture, and the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM), Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), and National Park 
Service (NPS), all in the Department of the Interior. The sections relate each 
agency’s history; organizational structure; management responsibilities; procedures 
for land acquisition, disposal, and designation, where relevant; current issues; and 
statutory authorities. The final sections provide essentially the same information for 
the three major protection systems that are administered by more than one agency and 
hence cross agency jurisdictions: the National Wilderness Preservation System, the 
National Wild and Scenic Rivers System, and the National Trails System. Relevant 
CRS reports are listed following each section. The report concludes with an appendix 
of acronyms used in the text, and another defining selected terms used in the report. 

Information on appropriations for land management agencies is contained in 
CRS Report RL32306, Appropriations for FY2005: Interior and Related Agencies , 
coordinated by Carol Hardy Vincent and Susan Boren. For other reports on related 
issues, see the CRS web page at [http://www.crs.gov/]. 



1 This section was prepared by Carol Hardy Vincent. 
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Background 

The federal government owns and manages approximately 671.8 million acres 
of land in the United States — 29.6% of the total land base of 2.27 billion acres. 2 
Table 1 identifies the acreage of federal land located in each state and the District of 
Columbia. The figures range from 5,318 acres of federal land in Rhode Island to 
243,847,037 federal acres in Alaska. Further, while a dozen states contain less than 
Vi million acres of federal land, another dozen have more than 10 million federal 
acres within their borders. Table 1 also identifies the total size of each state, and the 
percentage of land in each state that is federally owned. These percentages point to 
significant variation in the size of the federal presence within states. Specifically, the 
figures range from 0.5% of Connecticut land that is federally owned to 91 .9% of land 
in Nevada that is federally owned. All 12 states where the federal government owns 
the most land are located in the West (including Alaska). 

Four agencies administer about 628.4 million acres (93.5%) of the 67 1.8 million 
acres of federal land. 3 These four agencies are the Forest Service, Bureau of Land 
Management, Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park Service. 4 The BLM has 
jurisdiction over approximately 261.5 million acres (38.9%) of the federal total. The 
FS has jurisdiction over approximately 192.5 million acres (28.7%) of the total 
federal acreage. The FWS administers approximately 95.4 million acres (14.2%). 
The National Park Service (NPS) administers about 79.0 million acres of federal land 
(11.8%), and oversees another 5.4 million acres of nonfederal land, for a total of 
about 84.4 million federal and nonfederal acres. Figure 1 shows the percent of land 
managed by each agency, and Table 2 displays the acreage for each of these four 
agencies in each state, the District of Columbia, and the territories. The lands 
administered by these four agencies are managed for a variety of purposes, primarily 



2 U.S. General Services Administration, Overview of the United States Government ’s Owned 
and Leased Real Property: Federal Real Property Profile as of September 30, 2003. See 
T able 1 6 of the report on the agency’ s website at [http://www.gsa.gov/gsa/cm_attachments/ 
GSA_DOCUMENT/Annual%20Report%20%20FY2003-R4_R2M-nll_0Z5RDZ-i34K-pR. 
pdf], visited March 8, 2004. 

3 In this report, the term federal land refers to any land owned or managed by the federal 
government, regardless of its mode of acquisition or managing agency. Public domain land 
is used when the historical distinction regarding mode of land acquisition is relevant, i.e., 
when a law specifically applies to those lands that originally were ceded by the original 
states or obtained from foreign sovereigns (including Indian tribes) as opposed to being 
acquired from individuals or states. Public land refers to lands managed by the Bureau of 
Land Management, consistent with § 103(e) of the Federal Land Policy and Management Act 
of 1976 (FLPMA, P.L. 94-579; 43 U.S.C. §§1701, et seq.). 

4 Several other agencies manage some of the remaining 43.4 million acres (6.5%) of federal 
land. The Department of Defense (DOD), including the Army Corps of Engineers, is the 
fifth largest federal land manager. Because land management is not DOD’s primary 
mission, these lands are not discussed in this report. Nonetheless, military lands often are 
noteworthy for their size, which can provide important open space, and for their historic, 
cultural, and biological resources. Moreover, because access is sometimes severely 
restricted, these lands may contain ecological resources in nearly pristine condition. In 
addition, the General Services Administration owns or rents lands and buildings to house 
federal agencies and also administers the excess/surplus system of property disposal. 
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relating to the preservation, recreation, and development of natural resources. 
Although there are some similarities among the agencies, each agency has a distinct 
mission and special responsibilities for the lands under its jurisdiction. 



Table 1. Federally Owned Land by State, as of September 30, 

2003 



State 


Total Acreage in State 


Acreage of Federally 
Owned Land in State 


% of Land Federally 
Owned in State 


Alabama 


32,678,400 


1,202,614 


3.7 


Alaska 


365,481,600 


243,847,037 


66.7 


Arizona 


72,688,000 


36,494,844 


50.2 


Arkansas 


33,599,360 


3,955,959 


11.8 


California 


100,206,720 


46,979,891 


46.9 


Colorado 


66,485,760 


23,174,340 


34.9 


Connecticut 


3.135,360 


15,212 


0.5 


Delaware 


1,265,920 


29,488 


2.3 


District of Columbia 


39,040 


10,284 


26.3 


Florida 


34,721,280 


4,605,762 


13.3 


Georgia 


37,295,360 


2,314,386 


6.2 


Hawaii 


4,105,600 


671,580 


16.4 


Idaho 


52,933,120 


35,135,709 


66.4 


Illinois 


35,795,200 


651,603 


1.8 


Indiana 


23.158,400 


534,126 


2.3 


Iowa 


35,860,480 


302,601 


0.8 


Kansas 


52,510,720 


641,562 


1.2 


Kentucky 


25,512,320 


1,706,562 


6.7 


Louisiana 


28,867,840 


1,501,735 


5.2 


Maine 


19,847,680 


164,003 


0.8 


Maryland 


6,319,360 


192,692 


3.0 


Massachusetts 


5,034,880 


105,973 


2.1 


Michigan 


36,492,160 


3,638,588 


10.0 


Minnesota 


51,205,760 


3,534,989 


6.9 


Mississippi 


30,222,720 


2,101,204 


7.0 


Missouri 


44,248,320 


2,237,951 


5.1 


Montana 


93,271,040 


29,239,058 


31.3 


Nebraska 


49,031,680 


1,458,802 


3.0 


Nevada 


70,264,320 


64,589,139 


91.9 


New Hampshire 


5,768,960 


830,232 


14.4 


New Jersey 


4,813,440 


180,189 


3.7 


New Mexico 


77,766,400 


26,518,360 


34.1 


New York 


30,680,960 


242,441 


0.8 


North Carolina 


31,402,880 


3,602,080 


11.5 


North Dakota 


44,452,480 


1,333,375 


3.0 


Ohio 


26,222,080 


457,697 


1.7 


Oklahoma 


44,087,680 


1,331,457 


3.0 


Oregon 


61,598,720 


30,638,949 


49.7 


Pennsylvania 


28,804,480 


724,925 


2.5 


Rhode Island 


677,120 


5,318 


0.8 


South Carolina 


19,374,080 


1,236,214 


6.4 


South Dakota 


48,881,920 


2,314,007 


4.7 


Tennessee 


26,727,680 


2,016,138 


7.5 


Texas 


168,217,600 


3,171,757 


1.9 


Utah 


52,696,960 


35,024,927 


66.5 


Vermont 


5,936,640 


450,017 


7.6 


Virginia 


25,496,320 


2,617,226 


10.3 


Washington 


42,693,760 


13,246,559 


31.0 


West Virginia 


15,410,560 


1,266,422 


8.2 


Wisconsin 


35,011,200 


1,981,781 


5.7 


Wyoming 


62,343,040 


31,531,537 


50.6 



Total 



2,271.343,360 



671,759,298 



29.6 
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Source: U.S . General Services Administration, Overview of the United States Government’s Owned and Leased 
Real Property: Federal Real Property Profile as of September 30, 2003. See Table 16, GSA website at 
[http://www.gsa.gov/gsa/cm_attachments/GSA_DOCUMENT/Annual%20Report%20%20FY2003-R4_R2M 
-nl l_0Z5RDZ-i34K-pR.pdf], visited March 8, 2004. The data do not include trust properties or Department of 
Defense land outside the United States. 



Figure 1. Agency Jurisdiction Over Federally Owned Land 

in the United States 



Forest Service 
28.7% 




38.9% 



Note: Percentages do not add to 100% due to rounding. 



The majority of the 67 1 .8 million acres of federal lands are in the West, a result 
of early treaties and land settlement laws and patterns. Management of these lands 
is often controversial, especially in states where the federal government is a 
predominant or majority landholder and where competing and conflicting uses of the 
lands are at issue. 

Historical Review 

The nation’s lands and resources have been important in American history, 
adding to the strength and stature of the federal government, serving as an attraction 
and opportunity for settlement and economic development, and providing a source 
of revenue for schools, transportation, national defense, and other national, state, and 
local needs. 

The formation of our current federal government was particularly influenced by 
the struggle for control over what were known as the “western” lands — the lands 
between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River claimed by the 
original colonies. Prototypical land laws enacted by the Continental Congress, such 



